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1．Introduction
How do high school students learn vocabulary in Japan? Needless to say, it is crucial 
to acquire large amounts of words and phrases to understand English such as 
documents, articles, conversations and announcements. In general, memorizing 
approximately 4,000 vocabulary is required to successfully pass the EIKEN1 Grade 2. 
This is considered to be the standard level that students should have achieved after 
finishing their secondary education. However, if one aims to enter some of the most 
prestigious universities in Japan, then the number of words and phrases escalates into 
the 6,000 range or higher. In order to meet the demand for these vocabulary quotas, 
upon entering high school, the students are usually required to purchase a thick book 
which contains thousands of English words with their equivalent Japanese definitions. 
In order to assess if all the vocabulary assigned in their text is learned, memorization 
check exams are carried out on a weekly basis. Students are obliged to study and learn 
the allocated words: their denotations, pronunciations and spellings on their own as 
homework.
How do they cope with this amount of vocabulary learning? In most cases, they 
study words and phrases by just using a word “list.” For some students, this “classic” 
style of word acquisition is effective. However, there are several negative aspects for 
average learners. First, the words listed are rarely in any logical order that links them 
together. For example, the following is a sequence of words listed in a standard 
vocabulary book: appear, decide, polish, prefer, project, ruin, select, suppose （ALC, 
2008）. Although they are alphabetically ordered, the words on the same page have 
entirely no relation to each other. Therefore, many learners have been struggling to 
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correctly remember random lists of words. Second, the classic list study is not seen as 
being enjoyable by a majority of students. They feel that memorizing words one by one 
is not only tedious and monotonous but highly inefficient. Third, high school students 
know that the majority of words they memorize on a word list are not retained for an 
extended period of time. Usually they forget most of the words immediately after a test 
is completed. 
Are there any other more efficient and effective methods for Japanese high school 
students to acquire vocabulary? Some researchers recommend a memorization method 
by playing on words （e.g., the definition of “fluid” can be learned by remembering 
“furuido-no naka-ni ekitai”）. Indeed, there are some vocabulary items students can 
easily learn and keep in long term memory using puns, but unfortunately, the number 
of these words is limited. Others insist that vocabulary be learned incidentally in realia. 
The practicality of this method is, however, also in question as it is quite time 
consuming. Given that students are required to study other subjects as well in a limited 
time, they cannot afford to devote such huge amounts of time to learning English 
vocabulary.
Among these contentions, the author of this paper was attracted by the arguments 
that vocabulary learning using the wordʼs etymology is practical as well as efficient. It 
might be claimed that at first this method may seem indirect. Nevertheless, it is said 
that once a student has learned a certain amount of etymological knowledge, it is 
possible that they can vastly increase their stock of vocabulary. This study will then 
seek to look into the effectiveness of using etymology in vocabulary learning. 
2．Literature Review
For decades, researchers have argued about the most effective methods for acquiring 
vocabulary. While list learning is the most popular way among high school students, 
many experts are doubtful about its efficacy. Shimizu and Suzuki （2018） say that rote 
learning with a word list is dry and unimaginative, just like memorizing numbers in a 
phone book. They also mention that although information gained through such practice 
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can be kept for a limited time in short term memory, it is rarely retained in oneʼs long 
term memory. In fact, according to Takeuchi （2007）, citing Ebbinghausʼ forgetting 
curve, the human brain supposedly retains only 26% of the information it obtained one 
day before. Among a number of researchers who argued about the ineffectiveness and 
inefficacy of rote learning （e.g., Nakata, 2016）, Shimizu and Suzuki assert that the 
most reliable way to memorize English vocabulary is through etymology （2018）.
Etymological learning is a method in which an English word is divided into a few 
sections （i.e., etymon） and learners guess the definition by collecting information 
about each individual part. For example, many Chinese characters consist of some 
parts, such as hen, tsukuri and kammuri. These are very similar to the Englishʼs 
etymological parts: prefix, root and suffix （Shimizu & Suzuki, 2018, 2019）. Moreover, 
Nakata （2016）, citing Brownʼs （1947） works, introduces 14 words that contain 20 
etymologies （see Appendix）. This collection of words is called the “14 master words” 
and it has been proven that one can infer the meanings of more than 14,000 words by 
making full use of the etymological knowledge of these limited number of words 
（Shimizu & Suzuki, 2019）. Internalization of these “14 master words,” therefore, 
seems to lead to a more effective and remarkably rapid learning of English vocabulary.
Generally, this strategy is highly successful when vocabulary becomes more 
intellectual, scientific and abstract. Tanaka （2016） gave etymologically focused 
lessons to students in a medical school. The lectures resulted in elevating their 
motivation. The attendees testified and agreed on two main benefits of this method. 
First, they felt that their memory was firmly enforced through the use of the etymology 
memory “tags.” Second, they acquired the ability to infer meanings of unfamiliar 
vocabulary. This also correlates with the way many native speakers of English “sense” 
the meaning of a word through its constituent parts. Therefore, it appears that teaching 
vocabulary using etymology is effective. 
To the best of the authorʼs knowledge, however, there have been no studies that 
investigated the effectiveness of etymological lessons for Japanese high school 
students. Thus, this study sought to answer the following research question: Is 
etymology-based vocabulary instruction effective in Japanese high school studentsʼ 
vocabulary learning? In this study, the author provided two types of vocabulary 
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lessons:  one in traditional list learning and the other using etymological knowledge 
and administered two posttests to compare the effect of each lesson type.
3．Method
3.1 Participants
This study involved one teacher and seven students. All the participants were 
Japanese females. The teacher was a college English student who had had teaching 
experience. The students were all high school students, three of whom were 10th 
graders, and the other four were 12th graders. Their proficiency levels varied from the 
Pre-2nd to the 2nd grade of the EIKEN test （CEFR A2-B1）. Four students had passed 
the 2nd grade, one had passed the Pre-2nd, and the other two had never taken the EIKEN 
test but they seemed to possess English abilities equivalent to the Pre-2nd grade.
3.2 Materials
This research used a study-aid book for the EIKEN test 2nd grade （Obunsha, 2016）. 
It consists of 20 units so that a student can learn the appropriate skills for the 2nd grade 
in 20 days. In the vocabulary section of the EIKEN test, an examinee reads a sentence 
with one blank and chooses the correct answer from four choices. There are two units 
in the study-aid book which deal with vocabulary: Day 11 and Day 20. First, the author 
drew a sample of ten questions from each day and made two tests （Test 1 & Test 2）. 
Then two lists （List 1 & List 2） were created as the instruction materials for each 
lesson. For List 1, 20 words were randomly selected from the book, while for List 2, 20 
basic etymologies were used.2
3.3 Procedure
All of the students participated in two sessions （Sessions 1 & 2）. In Session 1, the 
students attended a 30-minute lesson to learn the words in List 1. It included instruction 
of form-meaning-pronunciation practice by repetition, flash card reading and a word 
game to enforce their memory. At the end of the lesson, it was confirmed that all the 
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students had perfectly memorized the 20 words in List 1. After a 15-minute break, the 
students took Test 1 for ten minutes. Later, provided with the keys, they checked their 
answers by themselves. Lastly, in the subsequent interview, they were asked how they 
selected their answers.3 Session 2 was conducted incorporating the same procedures as 



















Figure 1. Procedures of Session 1 and Session 2
The results were analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively. First, the studentsʼ 
performances in Test 1 and Test 2 were compared by their total scores. Second, the 
studentsʼ interview data was analyzed to see how etymological knowledge affected 




The total number of correct answers provided by the students were 36 in Test 1 and 
41 in Test 2. The score increased by 5 points and also the percentage of correct answers 
went up by 8%. It seemed that the etymology lesson had a slightly positive effect on 
the studentsʼ test results. However, as Table 1 and Figure 2 show, the scores of only 
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two students who performed the lowest in Test 1 （Student F and G） increased from 2 
to 5 and 2 to 4. Five out of the seven studentsʼ scores remained the same. On the 
whole, the two test results revealed few differences.
Table 1 Results of Test 1 and Test 2
Figure 2. Results of Test 1 and Test 2
Student Test1 Test2 difference
A** 9 9 0
B** 9 9 0
C** 6 6 0
D** 5 5 0
E 3 3 0
F* 2 5 3
G 2 4 2
Total 36 41 5
Validity 51％ 59％ 8％
Notes. ** represents a STEP test 2nd grader.
 * represents a STEP test Pre-2nd grader.
4.2 Qualitative results
The interview data collected after the tests also spotlighted the notion that the 
etymological knowledge did not work well in Test 2. In the interview, the teacher asked 
the students about the answering strategies they had used in each question. Their 
responses showed that they had used knowledge （i.e., the student understood the 
sentence and knew the correct word）, elimination （i.e., the student knew only a few 
words in the four options, so eliminated the wrong choices to achieve the correct one）, 
or random （i.e., the student answered at random because she could not understand the 
sentence or was not familiar with any of the four options）. One student said she left 
one question unsolved because the time expired （i.e., unanswered）.
Table 2 presents the frequency count of each category by each student. It shows that 
the students mainly adopted knowledge and elimination. Students A and B primarily 
utilized their vocabulary knowledge to solve questions. This represents their high 
English proficiency. In contrast, Students C, E and G chose some of their answers at 
random. They are all 10th graders, which explains the lack of depth to their vocabulary 
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compared to the other students. Student G failed to answer the last question in Test 2 
because of the time constraints. This also indicates her relatively limited vocabulary 
learning experience.
Table 2 Results of Interview Sessions
Test1 Test2
Student Knowledge Elimination Random Unanswered Knowledge Elimination Random Unanswered
A** 9 1 6 4
B** 8 2 9 1
C** 2 7 1 5 3 2
D** 4 6 5 5
E 6 4 4 6
F* 2 8 5 5
G 9 1 1 4 4 1
Total 25 39 6 0 31 26 12 1
Contrary to the authorʼs expectations, no one used etymological knowledge. The 
reason for this result will be further discussed in the following section.
Nevertheless, the feedback from the students showed some aspects of the etymology 
instruction, which were not observed in the quantitative data. One negative and several 
positive responses were given by the students. Student G testified that she had an 
unpleasant opinion about etymology. In the lesson, she learned that the prefix re- has 
two meanings: “again” and “back to a former state.” The student only memorized the 
latter one and assumed that every word beginning with re- had a backward image. She 
admitted that to have a good command of etymological knowledge, she had to fully 
utilize the entire definition. 
However, the other feedback was positive. Some students mentioned their interest in 
etymological knowledge: 
“I am interested in learning etymology.” （Student A）
“Learning etymology is more interesting than list study.” （Student B）4
These two comments indicate that both Students A and B became intrigued by the 
newly acquired knowledge about etymology. It should be noted that Student B found 
that there could be another way to learn vocabulary rather than the list study method 
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she had long utilized. It would be possible to say that etymology instruction of this 
study was of help in terms of providing a new strategy for learning vocabulary.
In addition, some students stated that they noticed things that they had overlooked 
concerning vocabulary.
“I learned that words with -ology are study of something.” （Student B）
“Now that I know cent means 100, I understand century and percent clearly.” 
（Student C）
“I learned that activity and creativity have something in common.” （Student D）
“I recognized for the first time that these small parts have meaning.” （Student E）
It seems that the students had mechanically memorized vocabulary without almost 
any effective methods. However, these students gained knowledge that many words 
consist of several parts that have meanings, and words with a common etymology are 
categorized as the same group. 
 
Furthermore, some students testified that the method of using etymology stimulated 
their motivation to learning vocabulary.  
 
“I wish I could study etymology at school.” （Student C）
“Though I skipped the etymology section on study aids, Iʼll focus on it when I see 
one next time.” （Student C）
“I just kept memorizing words one by one. If I learn etymology more, I may be 
able to save the time and energy to memorize vocabulary.” （Student A）
Student A was the one who had the largest vocabulary among the participants, and 
Student C, although she was a 10th grader, performed better than the other two 12th 
graders. These two learners with high proficiency levels seemed to become quite 
positive about etymology and noticed the possibility of vocabulary learning through 
etymology.
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5．Discussion
Despite the favorable comments above, why were the quantitative results not better? 
It seems that there are three main reasons: limited time for instruction, too much 
information at once and the inadequacy of the teaching methods.
First of all, the time allotted for the lessons was too short. It seems the knowledge 
they acquired from the 30-minute lesson was superficial and was not rooted deeply 
enough to be confidently applied to the subsequent test. In general, for a test, students 
have to work on questions using all the knowledge they have in a limited amount of 
time. If the knowledge was not firmly established and not supported deeply in the 
studentʼs mind, it would be difficult to apply it promptly and with the necessary 
confidence required under test conditions. In Tanakaʼs （2016） study mentioned in the 
Literature Review, students took an etymology lesson twice a week for one month, for 
a total of eight sessions. The amount of time that was applied to the authorʼs study, 
upon further consideration, was too short compared to Tanakaʼs research.
Second, too much information was given to the students. In order to meet the 
conditions of the two sessions, the lists including the same number of items were 
prepared. There were 20 key word etymologies introduced in a 30-minute time frame. 
Reflecting on the results led the author to believe it would have been overwhelming for 
them. Students with limited time and new vocabulary to be learned often suffer from 
information overload. Instructing them with the knowledge more gradually may have 
shown better results.
Finally, more elaborate teaching methods should have been undertaken. The students 
were total beginners who had never studied etymology. They were not even aware of 
the fact that a word can be divided into several parts. Students were used to 
recognizing a word as one unit: for example, they considered the words “student” or 
“enjoy” as inseparable blocks of language or chunks. They did not think that the words 
can be separated such as “study + -ent” and “en- + joy.” The instructions should have 
been given step by step. For example, it may have been advisable to introduce some 
etymology at first, then have them practice locating the word parts that are included in 
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vocabulary they were already familiar with. By applying a slower and more thorough 
teaching method, the students might have shown better language retention thereby 
resulting in better outcomes.
It is inferred that these three points above may have been the reasons for the test 
results, though, as mentioned in the Results, the studentsʼ opinions on the etymology 
instruction showed it has potential. To increase Japanese high school studentsʼ 
vocabulary effectively and efficiently, it will be necessary to keep giving them 
etymological information while teaching them new words. In doing so, they will be 
able to form their own base of etymologies to build upon. 
6．Conclusion
The focus of this paper was to investigate the validity of etymological knowledge on 
the EIKEN test vocabulary section, targeting seven high school students. Although the 
quantitative result did not show its effectiveness, the students gave positive feedback 
about etymology, which indicates the use of etymology in learning vocabulary is a 
promising initiative. In order to establish a more effective instruction method, it is 
recommended that future studies investigate when, what and how much etymological 
knowledge should be given to Japanese high school students. 
Notes
1. A widely acknowledged English proficiency test in Japan, which has seven levels 
from 5th grade to 1st grade （Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages ［CEFR］ A1 to C1）.
2. One item of the List 1 had a connection with the correct answer of Test 1. To make 
the situation that students have some etymological knowledge, seven etymologies in 
List 2 were related to the correct answers of Test 2.
3. Interview was conducted in Japanese, studentsʼ stronger language.
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4. English translations use in this and subsequent quotations are authorʼs.
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